The voice of wisdom, embodied in the character of an ')1d Man, presumably holding impeccable teaching credentials and wielding a sterling teaching record, advises a youthful, idealistic, and not-so-wise graduate student on the ways of the System. Subjects range far and wide, and include dialogues on: (1) teaching college English, freshman composition, and sophomore literature; (2) student grades and conferences; and (3) promotions. (RL) 
Wouldn't it have been better for you to stay on until you had been granted the doctor's degree? It has come to be considered a prerequisite for a successful career on a college faculty. Youth: Well, you see, I wasn't making much progress on my. dissertationsomehow I just couldn't bring myself to work on it --and I was teaching half-timeand my major professor was on leave of absence and I got married. Old Man: I see.
You decided on a wife instead of a degree. Youth: I didn't really decide between them. I fully expect to get my degree sometime. I might even complete my dissertation this year in my spare time. Old Man: It has been done, I believe. Youth: But you see, I became acquainted with this girl in a graduate seminar. We had a lot in common. I was lonely. I was secretly in love with a girl in one of the freshman composition sections I was teaching, but I couldn't do anything about that because of the ethics of the profession. Old Man: Quite. Youth: So I got married. I suppose it was kind of calculated. Old Man: A wife can assist one in his career. Youth: Oh, yes.
We read together and discuss our reactions. Old Man: If a wife is attractive, a good hostess, tactful, subtly aggressive for her husband, and has money in her own right, she may be very helpful if the husband is not a clod. Some- You thought these cnurses a waste of time? Youth: I wouldn't go that far. They do tend to be repetitious, and some of theirs are rather thin, but I got something out of some of the courses. Old Man: As I recall, one of the chief values I derived from my Education courses was a point of view, the idea of meeting the student at his level of comprehension. Many teachers never acquire that point of view. Youth: It wasn't just the courses; it was a lot of other thingsthe rigid hours, the heavy teaching loads, the extracurricular activities, the disciplinary problems. Old Man:
Whereas a college teacher is a person of prestige, independence, and leisure?
The long-cherished conception that a college is a community of scholars, even including the lowly composition instructor. Would that it were true. Youth: Well, isn't it truerelatively, at least?
Old Man: Perhaps, but the situation is not entirely idyllic: the rift between town and gown; the social game; the faculty debates; the gossip; the maneuvering for position; the struggle for preferment, popularity., and power. After all, a college is an organization. Youth: But I intend to do my work well and mind my own business. Old Man: Excellent.
May you be spared for many years.
Youth: It true that I have more or less drifted into teaching college English, but my real interest is to have the opportunity to read and write. Old Man: Quite right. Let us get down to the real reasons. You feel that the subject-matter of literature will keep you in touch with some of the great creative minds of all time. Youth: That's right. Old Man: Of course you can continue reading in your spare time as you might in any other occupation, but it may be some years before you will have the opportunity to teach literature. Youth: Oh, no. I think you are mistaken. If I decide to stay on, Take the question of models. Students may be taught to read more complex and subtle material than we can expect them to write. We can teach freshmen to read novels or plays or poetry, just as we can teach them to read textbooks in the social sciences or reference books or magazine articles by authorities or professional writers, but we can hardly expect them to write materials of this kind. My point is that the widely used or "The Great Wall of China" are forbidden unless the student has visited these places. That is one of my rules. Youth: I should think it is both an unconventional and an arbitrary rule. Old Man: It is, but it helps the student to distinguish his own material from that obtained from printed sources; consequently it helps to solve the problem of plagiarism. I use another devicecall it a rule if you likefor the same reasons; "Every passage restated or quoted from a borrowed source must begin with an introductory phrase, such as 'According to so-and-so,' and end with a footnote symbol." Youth: I think I'll try those rules, I have had the kind of trouble with the reference paper that you speak of. By rules, though, I usually think of the rules of grammar. Old Man: Most English teachers and students do. You realize, of course, that this is a much debated area The attack on Latinized grammar as an unrealistic description of contemporary usage, the recognition of levels of usage, the multiplication of terms referring to the same grammatical conceptthese have resulted in confusion about a subject that at best is fairly complex. The college textbook writers and publishers have done little to help the situation. In order to appeal to instructors who hold a variety of points of view, they have retained the old and added the new.
Some rules contain so many terms, are accompanied by so many qualifications, and require such experienced judgment that they are virtually meaningless or useless even for the instructor. Youth: You would throw out grammar, then? Old Man: I didn't say that. terms, but punctuation may also be taught by examples and with emphasis on meaning. If I can command the respect of the student, I use the "we say" or "we do" method instead of resorting to rule. But when he feels more secure with a "reason," as he calls it, I give him a rule, even though he doesn't understand it. If people were to make the fullest use of their dictionaries, they would need to know a good deal of grammar just as they would need to know a good deal about world languages, but most people use dictionaries only for spelling, pronunciation, or word meaning. In the freshman composition course, I don't think of myself as teaching exclusively prospective English teachers or novelists or lexicographers. Most of my students will be housewives, farmers, engineers, and businessmen. I seldom have occasion, for example, to point out the dictionary distinction between a transitive or an intransitive verb, and I do so only when the occasion arises. I don't create a problem of this kind by trying to be systematic and exhaustive. Youth: In other words, you have a practical approach to the subject.
You don't try to teach everything that COLLEGE ENGLISH is relevant to your objectives on the assumption that someday someone may have use for it. Old Man: I don't want to be misunderstood. I hope I am not merely practical. And I don't center my attention on the bottom third of a class any more than I do one the top third in the middle third. I center my attention on individuals and their language problems, and as far as I can tell, the entire class profits from this kind of instruction. In other words I enjoy and allow a discussion of a variety of cultural and technical subjects, but time limitations keep us from pursuing these discussions' very far. Youth: You will pardon me, but I think you are straying a little from the point. Old Man: Quite so. With age and experience one may become too full of wisdom. To return to the question of whether my approach is practical. It is. Many years ago, when I held an executive position, the problem was brought home to me on another level than freshman composition. Since I was known to have the background of an English instructor, I was frequently called on the telephone by various officials al-out a point of grammar, spelling, punctuation, word meaning, or pronunciation. I soon found out that what these people did not want was a course in semantics or the history of the English language or advice to observe the usage of their peers, or even a choice between two possibilities. They wanted an answer. I learned to give them an answer, but quick. I even made up a rule if they wanted one. If I had more time, as in answering a question by letter, I would quote that impressive printed source, the unabridged dictionary. Youth: Are you being sarcastic about the dictionary? Old Man: Only in suggesting that people are likely to be impressed by the authority of what they see in print, in this case I think .justifiably. A good dictionary can provide an able student with much of the help he needs in writing. As an afterthought, I would add "speaking" and "reading" to "writing." If the people who called or wrote to me had consulted a good dictionary, they could have found many of the answers for themselves. Youth: What the student needs, then, is a good teacher, a pen and some paper, a good dictionary, and a book that samples a wide variety of reading. Old Man: You state it neatly.
I suppose you might add a short, concise handbook. You are taldng for granted the classroom situation and the so-called intangibles, such as academic and social pressures, but we needn't go into those. Youth: What's all this nonsense about sectioning or homogeneous grouping?
Old Man: The words are yours, not Mine, though they express my sentiment.
You probably know, as well as I do, that there are arguments on both sides. Youth: Yes, but I am chiefly interested in the arguments against sectioning. I taught one of the bottom sections last year. We tried not to let the students know that they were classified, but they all knew. The morale was bad in spite of anything I could do. And of course I had to fail most of the students unless I applied a grading standard different from that of the middle section. I have never taught a top section. I suppose that must be very nice. Old Man: One of the major defects of sectioning, it seems to me, is that the poor student is deprived of the opportunity of observing and imitating the language habits of the good student. There are other considerations: the cost to the taxpayer is high if these poor students, who may not succeed in college under any circumstances, are given additional and separate instruction. Youth: As a result of our discussion, I can see that the chief reason for sectioning is fallacious: that is the supposition that poor students can profit from a special kind of instruction, another dose of formal grammar. I suppose there is the assumption, too, that the best students will be held back by the poor ones. Since they don't need grammar, the emphasis for them will be on literature. Is that it? Old Man: I think that is the usual line of reasoning. Actually, the poor student Again, it is a good story without this interpretation, but it is a better one with it. The difficulty is that some students don't grasp the idea of symbolisra; others read far more into a story than the author intended. In this case the best I can do is apply the principle of Occam's razor: avoid using a larger concept than is necessary to provide a satisfactory explanation. I try to avoid a discussion of highly abstruse or erotic symbolism. by so-and-so? Why, he is one of our greatest modern authors." Or he will say, "That book by so-and-so is clearly a greater book than this one." Youth: And if you try to argue with him, he will wave the banner of academic freedom, cry "censorship," and ask whether this is a college or a high school. Is that it?
Old Man: Precisely. "It is no concern of mine," he will say, "that the department or the college may be damaged by un- allowed to become very large the instruction will inevitably become more formalized. But they don't need to become larger for lack of competent teaching personnel. I don't know whether any study has been made to show the extent of frustration among instructors having doctors' degrees in English in comparison with those having only masters' degrees or even bachelors' degrees, but I should say that almost any healthy-minded adult who has acquired skill in the use of his language and knows and loves his literature is potentially a good teacher of both freshman composition and sophomore literature. Fortunately, there are a good many such people. Old Man: Yes, if they are serious or numerous. I think you should be able to spell the names of the authors and the chief characters. You ought to know the difference between "to" and "too," and "their" and "there" and "they're," and "it's" and "its." And you ought to be able to write a complete sentence and make a subject and verb or a pronoun and antecedent agree. This is not a course in English composition, but if you don't understand. ,:hese errors, I'll try to explain them to you. You didn't receive an "F," you know. Student: You don't fail anyone in this course, do you? I thought this was supposed to be an easy course. Old Man:
IV. STUDENT GRADES AND CONFERENCES
We try to make the course as interesting and profitable as we can, but if a student doesn't come to class or do the assigned reading, he may fail. Student: You mean you take off for absences? Old Man:
Yes, if they are excessive and unexcused. Student: How many absences are excessi ve? Old Man: No specific number. I judge each case separately on its merits. Student: I thought every student was entitled to three unexcused absences in each course. Old Man: That is a student invented rule. It has no basis in fact. Student: I don't see why a student should Youth: I should think you would be tempted to fail that student for being rude or obstinate. Old Man: That is a natural momentary reaction, but I try not to be vindictive. The student has been officially admitted to the college, and his department requires him to take this course. I must treat him as fairly and rationally as I can. Youth: But surely you don't have to go to such length to satisfy a "D" student about his grade. Old Man: Usually not. One or two pointed questions or remarks may be enough. In fact I have found that the more an instructor talks about grades and types of examinations the more students want to talk about grades and examinations and the more dissatisfied they may become. It is an interesting subject, but I am not teaching a course in testing or educational methods. Youth: I suppose, then, that you were leading this student on in order to demonstrate to me the kind of questions you are asked and your answers to them. Old Man: Yes. An instructor is almost sure to be asked such questions If he knows the answers, he can save himself embarrassment and let even the unpleasant student realize that the instructor is master of the situation.
Not much actual instruction can be given in a conference or two compared with a semester or a year of class meetings, but conferences have their uses. Youth: From one point of view, then, the conference is a public relations device to make the student, or his parents, feel that everything possible is being done for him. Old Man: Exactly. Consequently, it is important to avoid a scene at allow anyone to lose his temper even when there seems to be plenty of justification. Youth: I was going to suggest that all of this bickering about grades might be better taken care of by some general announcements to the entire class, but I can see now that class time should not be used in this way. No, I'm afraid not. Old Man: A great pity, though in your case you seem to have been brought up with a considerable amount of this quality. The other difficult class was some years earlier, but after I !lad taught for several years. I was aware that a few students can disrupt an entire class. I tried everything:
spotting the trouble spots, re-seating, personal conferencesnothing worked.
It was the only time I wasn't able to determine the difficulty and do something about it. All I got from that class was a few condolences appended to the final examination bluebooks. What most of the students got out of it was--I was going to say a "hayride" but "unfortunate" is a better word. I am glad you brought the point up. Morale, or good working conditions, are important both for the instructor and the student. Youth: I appreciate your comments, but I should like to get back to the problem of grades. Old Man: Grading is not as simple as I made it sound to Mr. Lowboy. Sometimes elements are so nicely balanced that I spend a long time deciding whether a student deserves a "C" or a "B" in a course. I may decide on a "B" because I am aware that I dislike his aggressiveness or some other personality trait, and I don't want the grade to reflect prejudice. But if I give him a "B" I may have to give "B's" to several similar borderline cases for the sake of consistency. And if I do that I will have a disproportionately large number of "B's." This will help to give the course a reputation for being easy and me a reputation for being an easy grader, neither of which I want. A young instructor is more likely to err in the other direction and gain an unfortunate reputation with both his students and the administration by giving too many "D's" and "F's." Youth: In other words, grades vary from instructor to instructor, from course to course, and from school to school. Old Man: Inevitably and properly so, I think.
That doesn't mean that the situation is chaotic. The best students usually receive the best grades. Students in courses that provide essential preparation for advanced courses must be held to a more exacting standard than those in nontechnical courses or courses complete in themselves. A larger proportion of students in advanced courses receive high grades than in elementary courses. And so on. The young instructor can save himself and others a lot of headaches if he will try to discover and adjrst to the grading standards of his new school, and also if he will try to keep the grades in his sectioned courses, like freshman composition and sophomore literature, in approximate conformity with the customary local standard of those courses.
Youth: Perhaps a uniform final examination is the solution. Old Man: I don't think so. Standardized tests have their uses, of course. Over a period of several years we used a standardized test in freshman composition to compare our students with those in other colleges and to see how much progress they made. But we did not use the test as a basis for student grades or measuring the efficiency of an instructor, and we were fully aware that it was not an adequate measure of our course objectives. When a large number of instructors teach sections of the same course, some thought should be given to holding the course together, but the instructor should be encouraged to teach his classes in his own way, including his own choice of a final examination. The best teaching will not result from production line methods. Youth: I can see that again I have taken a lot of your time. Thank you for being so patient and helpful. Old Man: It is a pleasure. Good-by. Man: I don't know. Some colleges are more rigid than others, and any college may shift its policy from time to time or from person to person. Even colleges with a stated policy may make exceptions. Youth: I understand that in some of the larger and older universities, the only ranks considered permanent are those of associate and full professor. The ranks of instructor and assistant professor are on a year-to-year basis, and the appointments are not continued beyond a specified number of years. Old Man: So I understand. One reason is clear. If io,u.eases in rank were automatic, based primarily on :i,ngth of service, soon nearly evc:ry staff member would have the rank of full professor, and the cost to the university would be considerably greater. Another reason is that there would be no special reward for those who had worked hard to establish themselves as outstanding authorities in their fields. Youth: And much of the teaching in the service courses, particularly freshman composition, is done by parttime instructors who are working for their doctors' degrees and are more likely to be regarded as graduate students than as faculty members. Old Man: Yes. I believe that in some of the larger universities, the permanent ranks form what used to be called a community of scholars, and admission to such a group is largely by invitation of the members.
Youth: I suppose in many colleges, the procedure is less formalized. On the one hand, it does not follow that of some of the larger universities. On the other hand, it does not follow that of many public school systems with automatic salary increases based on amount of education and length of service. 
